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      Dear reader,


      


      Although largely lighthearted, this book touches on certain subjects, including revenge porn and agoraphobia, that may be difficult or unpleasant for some.


      I offer this warning so that those for whom these are sensitive subjects may make an informed decision about whether or not to proceed with the story.


      

        

        Be good to yourself,


        Susannah Nix
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      Mia Ballentine was lost. Metaphorically and literally.


      She must have missed a turn somewhere. Surely she was not meant to be on this dusty farm road on the outskirts of some backwoods town in the middle of Texas.


      And yet, here she was. Trying to find her way to an obscure regional university she’d never heard of before she’d applied for a visiting lecturer position in their mathematics department.


      This wasn’t how things were supposed to go. She’d earned her PhD from one of the top math programs in the country, for god’s sake. Gotten her bachelor’s at Princeton, where she’d won the Andrew H. Brown Prize before graduating with high honors. She’d laid out a twenty-year career plan for herself, and the next step was supposed to be a three-year postdoc at a top-tier university.


      Not this.


      Unfortunately, the economy had its own ideas. The country was coming off the biggest recession of the twenty-first century and higher education had taken a major hit. Budgets had been stretched to the breaking point as endowments shrank, grants evaporated, and enrollment dropped with the national unemployment rate. Postdocs were being cut, and hiring freezes were now the norm at most universities. Even low-paid adjunct contracts had become hard to get. It was the worst possible time to go on the job market with a brand-new PhD.


      Most everyone in Mia’s cohort was struggling—particularly those, like her, who’d done pure instead of applied mathematics. Some had put off defending their dissertations, some had taken temp jobs to make ends meet, and some had been forced to move back in with their parents when their fellowships ran out.


      Mia had been scouring mathjobs.org and The Chronicle of Higher Education and everywhere else she could think of, applying for anything and everything she could find in academia. Up to now, she hadn’t had a single serious expression of interest.


      When Bowman University had invited her to come to Texas for an interview, she’d jumped at the opportunity.


      At least it was a step up from an adjunct position, most of which were limited to part-time and only paid a few thousand dollars per semester. The Bowman job was full-time and paid enough that Mia wouldn’t have to take a second job just to cover rent. It was only a one-year contract, but she couldn’t imagine being stuck here in Podunksville for more than a year, anyway. Twelve months seemed like the absolute limit of what she’d be able to stand in a place like this.


      Mia peered out the dusty windshield of her rental car and shuddered at the cow pastures around her. Country living had never held any appeal for her. She was a city girl through and through. A New Yorker by birth who’d found Los Angeles enough of a culture shock when she’d moved there for grad school.


      Could she really survive in small-town Texas? Seventy miles from the nearest airport and who even knew how far away from a decent restaurant or grocery store. You probably couldn’t even get food delivered here, except whatever passed for pizza in these parts.


      They might not even have reliable internet. Or FedEx deliveries. She’d read the stories in The Atlantic and the New Yorker about all the ways rural America was being left behind by tech advancements, consumer monopolies, and crumbling infrastructure.


      And now she might be living it firsthand.


      She’d definitely missed a turn. This couldn’t possibly be the road to the university, could it? There was nothing out here but pastureland, farmhouses, trees and—


      Are those goats?


      They were. There were freaking goats standing in the road up ahead. Three of them. And even more milling around the overgrown ditch that ran alongside the blacktop road.


      Did people just let their goats roam freely out here?


      Could they be wild goats? Did they have wild goats in Texas? Were wild goats even a thing? Mia had no idea. The closest she’d ever gotten to a goat was at a petting zoo.


      She honked her horn as she neared the goats in the road, but they didn’t seem interested in getting out of the way. They simply stared at her rental car as it rolled to a stop in front of them.


      “Seriously?” Mia put the car in park, unclipped her seat belt, and shoved the door open.


      The humid heat hit her like a slap from a hot towel. Her weather app had predicted highs in the low nineties for Central Texas today—which had seemed ludicrously hot for May—but it felt more like a thousand degrees out here.


      She took a few steps toward the nearest goat and waved her arms, trying to look menacing. “Shoo! Go on. Get out of here!”


      Instead of moving out of the road like a reasonable creature should, the goat stood its ground, regarding her with its unnerving sideways cat-eyes. These goats weren’t anything like the cute baby billy goats Mia had encountered at petting zoos. These goats were big and wide, almost half her height, with huge udders hanging between their back legs.


      She felt a moment of trepidation as she remembered a video she’d once seen of a man getting knocked over by a rambunctious goat. The video had been hilarious, but it was probably a lot less funny if you were the person being attacked by the goat.


      Maybe she should have stayed in the car.


      She was dressed for her job interview and didn’t fancy being butted into the ditch by an angry goat. Imagine explaining that to the hiring committee. Sorry I’m covered in dirt and vegetation, gentlemen, but you see I was attacked by a wild goat on my way here.


      These goats didn’t look particularly angry, fortunately. Or inclined to rambunctiousness. Mostly they looked bored—and hot.


      Mia could relate.


      “I don’t think you’re supposed to be here,” she said to the goats in the road. “And I’m definitely not supposed to be here.”


      The nearest goat tilted its head at her and bleated. Though it was almost more of a honk than a bleat. It had a big nose for a goat—not that Mia was any great expert on goat noses. But it seemed to have an unusually large, convex nose that gave it a distinctly comical appearance. It also had long, floppy ears that hung down past its chin like a lop-eared bunny.


      It was pretty cute, actually.


      Based on the bulging udder, she deduced it was female. It also didn’t have any horns, which she hoped meant it wasn’t the sort of goat who went around butting people into ditches.


      It started walking toward her, and Mia stiffened in fear. But all it did when it reached her was nudge her hand with its head—the same way her friend Brooke’s cat did when it wanted to be petted.


      Mia gave the goat a tentative scratch between its floppy ears, and it closed its eyes in what was clearly an expression of ecstasy.


      When it noticed its friend getting attention, one of the other goats wandered over and bumped its head against Mia’s leg. She gave it a head scratch too. They seemed friendly and sweet as long as you gave them what they wanted. They reminded her of dogs, and she’d always liked dogs, despite never owning one herself.


      A third goat wandered over, and Mia alternated pets between her three new friends. “You like that, huh? Just call me the Goat Whisperer, I guess.”


      This was certainly not how she’d expected today to go. She was supposed to be meeting with members of the Bowman University math department in fifteen minutes, not standing on a dusty farm road sweating inside her interview clothes while she catered to a herd of affection-starved goats.


      “How do you guys stand the heat out here?” she asked her hoofed companions as a trickle of sweat puddled inside her bra.


      “They’re goats,” a man’s voice said behind her. “They’re used to it.”


      Mia started and spun around.


      A man in a cowboy hat stood in the road a few yards away from her. He seemed to have materialized out of thin air. There was no other car in sight, and no buildings within half a mile. She had no clue where he’d come from or how he’d managed to sneak up on her.


      “Sorry.” The man raised his palms in a placating gesture. “Didn’t mean to scare you.”


      Mia had never encountered an actual cowboy before, but she assumed that was what he was. In addition to his cowboy hat, which was made of straw and fraying around the brim, he wore scuffed cowboy boots and dusty jeans. His arms were thick and deeply tanned, and his sweat-stained T-shirt pulled tight across broad shoulders. It was exactly the sort of hearty physique she imagined one developed from years of wrestling recalcitrant cows, lassoing horses, and hoeing crops.


      Or whatever it was that cowboys did. Honestly, she had no idea.


      The man nodded at her car. “You lost?”


      “Is it that obvious?” Squinting, she lifted a hand to shield her eyes from the sun and nearly started again when she got a good look at his face.


      She’d been so distracted by the whole cowboy thing, she hadn’t appreciated how attractive he was. His strong, square jaw featured exactly the right amount of stubble to look manly and slightly rough, while his cleft chin added character to his face. But it was his eyes that struck Mia the most. Dark, deep set, and piercing beneath the brim of his hat, they regarded her with a startling intensity.


      He scratched his stubbly jaw as those sharp eyes looked her up and down. “Well, you’re not really dressed for a hike in the country. Let me guess: you’re looking for Bowman.”


      “That’s right,” she said. “Am I close?”


      “You’re a couple miles off the mark. The GPS is wrong.”


      “How can the GPS be wrong?”


      Pushing his hat back, he wiped the sweat off his forehead. “It just is. Been that way for years. I guess they don’t care about getting it right out here, or they’d have fixed it by now.” He pointed down the road behind her. “It’s trying to direct you to the old Bowman Farm, which is on the far east side of the campus. The main entrance to the college is two more exits up the highway you came in on.”


      She turned to look in the direction he’d pointed, then back toward the highway she’d come from, resting her hands on her hips. “So you’re telling me everyone just gets lost trying to find the university?”


      The cowboy shrugged. “Most people going there already know where it is.”


      “Right,” she said. “Of course they do.”


      He started toward the goats, who were watching him with interest. “I’ll just get these fugitives out of your way so you can turn around.”


      “You mean they’re not supposed to be wandering around loose?”


      He let out a deep, throaty laugh. “Not so much, no. They’re escape artists. Especially Alice. She’s the mastermind. Always leading the others into trouble.” He made a kissing sound and the goats clustered around him.


      “They’re cute.” And so are you, Mia thought, but fortunately refrained from saying out loud.


      “Don’t think they don’t know it. They’ll charm the pants off you and then start chewing on your shoes once your guard’s down. Speaking of…” He nodded at Mia’s feet, where one of her new goat friends was nibbling at the hem of her pants leg.


      “Ack! Stop that!” She jerked back, out of the goat’s reach, and it gave her an indignant look.


      “Come on, Bell. Back where you belong.” The man made another kissy noise and Bell trotted over to him, joining the others.


      “Do they all have names?” Mia asked as she watched him lead the goats to a gap in the wire fence running alongside the road. She hadn’t noticed it before, but it must have been where the goats had slipped out.


      “Yep.” He stooped to widen the hole in the fence and gestured the goats through. “That’s Agatha,” he pointed to each of the goats as he named them, “Zora, and Charlotte.”


      “Agatha Christie, Zora Neale Hurston, and Charlotte Brontë are all novelists.” Mia read mostly nonfiction these days, but as a child she’d read a lot of classic literature because her father had told her it would make her smart.


      The man nodded as he shooed the last goat through the fence. “That’s right.”


      “Some people say Jane Eyre’s erotic masochism makes it the nineteenth-century Fifty Shades of Grey. But I think its complex depiction of female agency was profoundly feminist for its time.”


      The cowboy lifted his head and squinted at her.


      “Charlotte Brontë is my second-favorite nineteenth-century author,” Mia added, as if that could somehow explain why she’d said the words erotic masochism out loud to a total stranger.


      “Are you an English professor?” he asked, frowning slightly.


      “No, my PhD is in mathematics.”


      He accepted this information silently. At least he hadn’t warily backed away from her. Yet.


      Mia shuffled her feet, eager to end the conversation before she blurted out anything else embarrassing. “Thanks for, um…moving your goats.”


      The man’s lips twitched in what she suspected was amusement at her expense. “If you head back the way you came and get on the highway heading east, you’ll see a sign telling you where to exit for the college.”


      “Got it. Thank you very much.”


      Mia got back in her car, turned around, and drove back to the highway as fast as she safely could.


    


  









  

    

      

        

          

          


          

            Chapter Two


          


        


      


    


    

      Once she found the university, Mia’s interview went well. So well they called her a few weeks later and offered her the job.


      That left her with a difficult decision to make. On the one hand, it was the only decent job offer she’d received. On the other hand, she wasn’t thrilled about the location, the school, or the job itself.


      On the other other hand, she’d probably be so bored and lonely living in a small town that she’d have nothing else to do but spend her free time working on the proof she hoped to publish, which would go a long way to boosting her CV and helping her get a better job next year.


      When it came right down to it, she didn’t have a choice. It didn’t matter how conflicted she was because she had no other options. None.


      Mia called her boyfriend and arranged to meet him for dinner at their favorite Mexican restaurant to break the bad news. Paul worked at a tech company as a software programmer. They’d met via a dating app last year and hit it off immediately. They challenged each other, had deep, intellectual conversations, and were both focused on their careers and their mutual goals of financial independence. The two of them were ideally suited.


      Except for the small matter of her career requiring her to move away from LA. She’d always known it was a possibility, but they’d never talked about it much. Every time she’d raised the subject, Paul had said they’d figure it out when the time came.


      Well, the time was now.


      Once they’d gotten their drinks, Mia moved straight to the bad news. “Bowman offered me the job. A one-year contract teaching three courses a semester. Starting in August.”


      Paul sat across the table from her picking through the bowl of tortilla chips. She watched his face carefully, but his ice-blue eyes betrayed no reaction as he selected a chip and used it to scoop up an implausible amount of salsa before shoving the whole thing in his mouth.


      “Tell me again where this place is?” he said when he’d finished chewing.


      She tucked her chin-length hair behind her ears. “Crowder, Texas. About seventy miles outside Austin.”


      “Wow. Okay.” Was that a smidge of disappointment she detected in his voice? It was hard to tell. He reached for his michelada and licked some of the salt off the rim. “Are you going to take it?”


      She took a long, deliberate sip of her margarita before answering. “I think I have to.” She looked at him. “Don’t I?”


      He shook his head, pushing his drink away. “I can’t tell you what to do.”


      She’d always appreciated that he never tried to exert influence over her life, but right now she’d give anything for someone to tell her what to do. “The way things are going, I might not get another offer this good. I think I have to take it.”


      Paul nodded and took a sip of his drink. “Then I guess we should probably break up,” he said without any trace of emotion.


      “What?” Mia jerked her head up. “Just like that? You don’t want to—”


      “Move to Texas?” His scoffing tone cut deep. “That’s not on the table. I thought you knew that.”


      She hadn’t known that. How could she when they hadn’t talked about it? Was this what he’d meant all along when he said they’d figure it out? That they’d just break up?


      Admittedly, rural Texas was a big ask. Paul’s answer might have been different if she’d been offered a job in the Bay Area or New York City. It would be nice to think so, anyway.


      Mia swallowed, trying to hide how much his reaction had hurt. “You’re always saying how great it is that you can work remote from anywhere.”


      “Theoretically, yeah. But I’ve got a good job right now that’s here, and they like to see my face in the office. This is where I need to be for networking and career advancement. There’s nothing for me in wherever-the-fuck Texas.”


      “Crowder.” Mia wanted to point out that she was the something for him there, but he clearly didn’t consider that enough of an incentive.


      “Whatever,” he mumbled, as if the name of the place she’d be living wasn’t important enough for him to remember.


      “Okay but…” She struggled to find a solution to the problem. A way through that didn’t mean the end of their relationship. “We don’t necessarily have to break up. We could try to make it work. It would only be temporary.”


      He regarded her with a pitying expression. “This job’s temporary, but what comes after? You’ll have to move somewhere else in a year, right, to take another job? What are the odds it’ll be here in LA? Or even on the West Coast? You’ll be back in the exact same situation: at the mercy of whatever job you can get.” He shook his head as he reached for another tortilla chip. “Even if you knew you were coming back here, a year is a long time.”


      “If you accept Einsteinian relativity, the passage of time is an illusion,” she said. “Past, present, and future exist simultaneously with the three dimensions of space.”


      Paul rolled his eyes. “Don’t go all weird on me now. This isn’t a theoretical problem. I’m talking about real life.”


      The laws of physics were real life, but Mia didn’t argue the point.


      “You can’t expect me to live like a monk for a year while you’re half a continent away,” Paul said.


      It didn’t seem like that much to ask.


      Unfortunately, he didn’t seem to agree. “A lot can happen in a year. We could grow apart, we could both become completely different people, I could meet someone…” His mouth twisted into a mocking smile. “Hey, maybe you’ll fall in love with a cowboy and decide you never want to leave.”


      Mia would have laughed at the suggestion if she hadn’t felt like crying.


      Paul reached across the table and took her hand. She squeezed his fingers gratefully, comforted by his touch. But his next words offered only cold comfort. “I know this move isn’t what you want, but you can’t ask me to put my life on hold for you. We’ve had a good run. I think it’s best if we call time of death now and move on.”
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      Mia took the breakup hard.


      She couldn’t believe they were done, just like that. Everything had seemed to be perfect between them—right up until the moment it was over. The part that hurt most was how easily Paul had let her go. He hadn’t even seemed upset. She’d seen him display more emotion over a Lakers game than he had over the end of their year-long relationship.


      If he’d been torn up about it—acted even the least bit regretful—it might have been easier for Mia to accept. Instead, she felt like he’d pulled the rug out from under her. Everything she’d believed to be true—that he loved her, that they were a team, that he’d be there to support her through good times and bad—had turned out to be false.


      Had she been deluding herself all this time? Overestimating the depth of his commitment? Or had he actively misrepresented his feelings? She couldn’t stop rewinding her memories of every moment they’d spent together, searching for signs she should have picked up on before now.


      A month after Paul had unceremoniously dumped her, Mia was still struggling to regain her footing. It didn’t help that she was in the midst of uprooting her whole life, preparing for a move she didn’t want to make in order to start a job she hadn’t wanted to take. But at least it gave her something to focus on besides her broken heart.


      She’d thrown herself into lesson planning for the three courses she’d be teaching, all of which were part of the university’s core curriculum offerings: Calculus I, Foundations of Mathematics, and something called Math in Society, a math class tailored for humanities majors. Mia was expected to create her own lesson plans around the department’s vague framework for the courses. In her previous teaching experience as a graduate student, she had been provided with a lesson plan by the professor she was assisting. This was the first time she’d ever had to come up with one on her own. To prepare for it, she’d been delving into educational resources online and brushing up on pedagogical techniques.


      She was deep into a paper on active-learning approaches to post-secondary mathematics education when her phone rang on the table beside her. Seeing her sister’s photo on the screen, she smiled.


      Holly was basically a younger, cuter version of Mia. The same medium brown hair and eyes that looked so plain on Mia were somehow much prettier on Holly, who was a full four inches shorter than Mia’s six feet.


      She and Holly had always been close, despite their three-year age difference, but Holly still lived with their mother in New York, and Mia missed her like crazy.


      “Heya. How’s it going?” Holly said cheerfully when she answered.


      Mia leaned back and rubbed her tired eyes, forcing cheer into her voice. “Fine.”


      “You’re not still pining over what’s-his-name?”


      “No way,” Mia lied. “I’m so over it.”


      It was much easier to pretend she was taking it in stride than admit she was struggling. And maybe, if she kept up the act long enough, it wouldn’t be an act anymore. She would be over it.


      “Good,” Holly said. “I never liked him anyway.”


      “You didn’t?” This was news to Mia. Holly had only met Paul once, but they’d seemed to get on like gangbusters. Her sister had never voiced any criticism of him. “Why?”


      “He never seemed to pay enough attention to you. You know all those little things guys do when they’re head over heels in love? Like—I don’t know—rubbing your back or checking if your drink needs a refill. Or gazing lovingly at you from across the room when you’re talking to someone else. He never did any of that.”


      “Not all men do those things.” What Holly was describing sounded like a fantasy rather than real life. They were the sorts of things Mia had assumed men only did in books and movies.


      “They do when they’re infatuated,” Holly said. “You deserve a boyfriend who hangs on your every word. And that wasn’t Paul.”


      It definitely was not. Maybe Holly was right. Maybe those were exactly the sorts of signs Mia should have picked up.


      She squeezed her eyes shut, feeling like a fool. “You never said anything.”


      “Well, you know…you were so into him.” Holly sounded regretful. “I didn’t want to make waves.”


      “Promise me that the next time you don’t like my boyfriend, you’ll tell me. You could have saved me a lot of grief and wasted time.”


      “I promise,” Holly said. “As long as you promise not to hold it against me.”


      “Deal.” Mia reached for her coffee cup, which had long since grown cold. “So did you call just to check up on me?” She swallowed the dregs with a grimace.


      “Not exactly. I have a question, although I think I already know the answer.”


      Uh oh. Mia recognized that tone, and it usually presaged something unpleasant. “What is it?” she asked, pushing her chair back to carry her empty mug into the kitchen.


      “Have you told Dad about the job and your move yet?”


      Mia hung her head with guilt as she set the mug in the sink. “Ummm…well…”


      “Sis.” For a younger sister, Holly was surprisingly good at sounding stern and disappointed.


      “I know.”


      “You have to tell him.”


      “I will.”


      It wasn’t entirely Mia’s fault. She hadn’t actually heard from her father in several months, which was par for their relationship. Sure, she could have called him herself to break the news, but it wasn’t a conversation she was eager to have. So she hadn’t.


      Mia knew exactly how her father, a quantitative analyst who’d put his doctorate in statistics to work on Wall Street, would feel about her new job. He’d made his disappointment in her academic and professional choices clear enough already.


      If she’d followed in his footsteps like he’d wanted, he could have helped her at every step of her career, smoothing the way for her to jump from the right schools into the right jobs with the right companies. Which might have been fine if she’d had any appetite for finance or the ambition to make ungodly amounts of money the way he had.


      Mia preferred the creativity and challenge of pure mathematics—something her father had never been able to understand. Her choice of graduate school had been yet another disappointment. Choosing UCLA over his precious alma mater, Princeton? Was madness as far as her father was concerned. A deliberate choice to be mediocre instead of exceptional.


      Mia had followed her heart instead of her father’s advice, and now she was paying the price for it. She wasn’t in a hurry to tell him it wasn’t turning out as well as she’d hoped.


      Holly let out an annoyed sigh. “I’m seeing Dad on Saturday and I don’t want to have to cover for you.”


      “What are you seeing Dad for?”


      Even though Holly only lived a borough away from their father, she didn’t see much more of him than Mia did. Generally, his interactions with his daughters were confined to the winter holidays and odd special occasions—when he could be bothered to spare the time. Mia had lost count of all the birthday parties, recitals, and award ceremonies he’d missed over the years. He’d even missed Holly’s high school graduation, canceling at the last minute because of a “work trip” they later learned had actually been a tryst in Hawaii with his mistress.


      Holly sighed again. “It’s his and Mindy’s fifth anniversary, don’t you know? So of course they’re having a big party to show off how blissfully happy they are, and my presence has been commanded.”


      Mindy was their father’s third wife. Not the wife he’d cheated on with the mistress in Hawaii, but the woman he’d cheated on his second wife with in Hawaii.


      “Guess my invite must have gotten lost in the mail.” Not that Mia would have wanted to go—or even been able to afford it—but she still felt salty about being excluded. No matter how many times she swore she wasn’t going to let her father’s chronic disregard affect her anymore, it still managed to hurt.


      “I’m sure if you lived within commuting distance, you would have been summoned to make an appearance as well.” She could practically hear Holly’s eye roll over the phone. “But if you want to fly out here and take my place, by all means…”


      “You don’t have to go, you know.”


      “I know.” Holly sounded defensive now. “But it’s not worth the fight. I’d rather not deal with the bitching and moaning about how I’ve let him down—never mind that he’s been letting me down my whole life and only ever remembers he has daughters when it suits him.”


      Mia winced at the familiar bitterness in her sister’s voice. They’d had this conversation, or some version of it, hundreds of times before.


      “Besides, it’s free catered food and an open bar,” Holly added. “That’s worth putting up with Dad for the five whole minutes he’ll spend talking to me.”


      “You know…” Mia chewed her lip. “If you’re going to see him anyway, you could tell him about my new job for me.”


      Holly made a scoffing sound. “No way. I’m not your proxy.”


      “Fine. Be that way.”


      “Baby, I was born that way. You’re going to have to deliver your own news.”


      Mia blew out a defeated breath. “I’ll call him. No promises I’ll actually be able to get hold of him by Saturday though.”


      “As long as you make the effort. Rip the Band-Aid off and get it over with. You’ll feel better when it’s not hanging over your head anymore.”


      “Will I?”


      “Maybe? Do it anyway. Today.”


      “Just be ready for him to complain to you about what a disappointment I turned out to be.”


      “You’re not a disappointment. He’s the disappointment.” Holly spat the words like an overprotective yet adorable kitten. “And I’ll tell him exactly that if he tries to say any shit about you.”


      “Don’t get into a fight with Dad on my behalf. Please.” The last thing Mia wanted was to be a source of even more tension in her family.


      “It’s on him if he can’t behave. Don’t start shit, won’t be shit.” Holly didn’t share Mia’s devotion to conflict avoidance. “Listen, I’ve gotta run. My lunch break’s almost over. I’ll talk to you soon, okay?”


      Mia bid her sister goodbye and disconnected the call.


      Before she could lose her nerve, she called her dad. Holly was right. Better to get it over with so it wouldn’t be something else hanging over Mia’s head.


      She got his voicemail, of course. He never answered his phone. Not when it was one of his daughters calling, anyway.
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      “Are you sure you want to get rid of this?”


      Mia glanced over at her friend Olivia, who was holding up a blank journal she’d found in the donation pile. “Positive. Take it if you want it.”


      She’d invited some friends over to pick through the stuff she was giving away before her move. The movers charged by the square foot, so she was determined to get rid of as much as she could stand.


      Her other friend, Brooke, looked up from the box of old DVDs she was going through. “It’s a really nice journal. Are you crazy?”


      Mia turned back to flipping through the clothes in her closet. “Paul gave it to me for my birthday. And I prefer Moleskines anyway.”


      Paul was constantly giving her blank journals when they were dating. It was his go-to gift, and Mia had never used a single one of them. She was addicted to journals, but only to a very particular kind. They had to be a certain size, they had to have a flexible, plain black cover, and they absolutely, positively had to have graph lines on the pages. Paul had paid just enough attention to notice Mia’s journal addiction, but not enough to ascertain her specific needs and preferences. Which pretty accurately summed up their entire relationship, now that she thought about it.


      “Right.” Olivia pursed her dark red lips in distaste and dropped the leather journal back into the donation box. “Too bad LA’s under a red flag warning, or we could have an ex-boyfriend bonfire before you go.”


      “He’s not worth it,” Mia replied. Although she had to admit the idea of a bonfire held appeal as a symbolic ritual.


      She was trying to treat this move as an opportunity instead of a misfortune. This would be a rebuilding year for her. A chance to concentrate on her work without any distractions. Refocus on what she wanted from her career, figure out how she was going to get it, and adjust her twenty-year plan accordingly. And the first step was letting go of anything that might weigh her down.


      Mia pulled her old winter coat out of the back of her closet. “How cold does it get in Central Texas in the winter?”


      Olivia looked up from a box of Mia’s old books that she was poking through. “Colder than here, but not cold enough for that.”


      “Won’t you need it if you go home for Christmas?” Brooke pointed out.


      “I guess.” Reluctantly, Mia shoved the coat back into the closet.


      “I can’t believe you’re moving to where we’re from,” Olivia said. “It’s weird.”


      “I’m from Louisiana.” Brooke’s freckled cheeks dimpled as she made a face at Olivia. “Not Texas.”


      Olivia shrugged. “Close enough.”


      Brooke clasped her hands to her chest in mock offense. “Better not let any of my Louisiana relatives hear you say that.”


      Olivia ignored her and turned back to Mia. “I’m having a real hard time picturing you in Texas. No offense, but you’re such a New Yorker.”


      “None taken,” Mia said, since she was a New Yorker and proud of it. “I’m also having a hard time picturing me there.”


      It had been a difficult enough adjustment when she’d moved to Los Angeles for graduate school eight years ago. But at least LA was a major metropolitan area with a large number of displaced New Yorkers like herself. Despite some of the peculiarities of West Coast living, Mia had found plenty of things to remind her of home and ease the transition.


      “Especially Crowder of all places. Talk about culture clash. There’s basically nothing there but cow shit and rednecks—and ice cream, of course.” Olivia was originally from Houston, which was only two hours from the town where Mia would be living.


      “Oh right! King’s ice cream is headquartered there.” Brooke slapped the heel of her hand against her forehead. “That’s where I’ve heard of it before. I’m addicted to their Way the Cookie Crumbles flavor.”


      “I’m a Double Double Fudge and Truffle girl myself.” Olivia finished with the box she was going through and pushed it closer to the door. “We used to take field trips to the creamery in elementary school. We always got a paper hat and an ice cream cone at the end of the tour. Best day of the whole school year.”


      Mia didn’t like ice cream because it gave her brain freeze, which resulted when a rapid change of temperature in the mouth caused the blood vessels to constrict in an attempt to maintain the body’s core temperature.


      “The human brain doesn’t like rapid change,” she said, thinking about ice cream and brain freeze. But she supposed it also applied to her upcoming move. Unfortunately, in this case she didn’t have a choice, and her brain would have to deal.


      Brook gave her a sympathetic look. “Maybe a little culture clash is what you need. Stepping out of your comfort zone is supposed to be good for you, right? Self-actualization through new experiences—or whatever it was Julia Roberts was doing in Eat, Pray, Love.”


      Olivia snorted in amusement. “You’re going to Eat, Pray, Love your way through Crowder, Texas? Good luck with that.”


      “What are you even going to do there?” Brooke asked. “Go cow tipping? Take up country-western dancing?”


      “I’m going to work,” Mia said firmly. “I’ll have three courses to teach each semester, plus I need to get some papers published before I go back on the job market next year. That should be more than enough to keep me occupied.”


      Mia’s primary field of concentration was knot theory, and she’d been obsessing over one specific problem since she’d finished her dissertation earlier this year. She was so close to solving it, she could practically taste the answer. If she could figure it out, it would be a game changer for her. The sort of thing that could open all the doors that had slammed shut in her face. It could be her ticket into the postdoc of her dreams, putting her twenty-year tenure plan back on track.


      “How’s your research coming?” Brooke asked. She was a marine biology student in the last year of her PhD program. All she had left to finish was her dissertation, but she wasn’t in a big hurry, given the current job prospects. Brooke had the advantage of living with a boyfriend who made plenty of money to support both of them, so she could afford to take her time before hitting the uncertain job market.


      “Honestly, I’ve been so busy with my job hunt and move, I haven’t had time for much else.” Mia was ashamed to admit that she’d had trouble focusing on her work since Paul had dumped her.


      Usually, all she had to do was close her eyes and she saw numbers and shapes dancing on the backs of her eyelids. It was how she used to put herself to sleep as a child. Some people made up stories; Mia thought about math.


      But now when she tried it, all she could think about was Paul. Although it wasn’t really Paul she was obsessing over so much as her own mistakes. Their relationship was a math problem she’d gotten wrong, and her mind couldn’t stop trying to identify all the errors. Unfortunately, she was nowhere near as good at understanding people and their emotions as she was at math.


      “But I’ll crack it,” she declared with more confidence than she felt. “A change of scenery should help.” That was what she’d been telling herself. Once she’d settled into her new place and her new job, she’d be able to concentrate on her proof again. She’d have no choice, because she wouldn’t have anything else to do.


      The apartment door opened, and Brooke and Olivia’s boyfriends strolled in.


      “What’s next?” asked Adam, who belonged to Olivia. “Any more stuff to go down yet?” He’d kindly offered his SUV to drive the donations over to one of the local women’s shelters.


      “Those two boxes by the door.” Olivia rose up on her toes to kiss his cheek. “Thanks, babe.”


      “Yes, thank you so much for doing this,” Mia said, feeling an unexpected stab of melancholy. “I really appreciate the help.”


      One of the many things she was struggling with was leaving her friends here in LA. Sure, they’d all try to keep in touch, but realistically she knew they’d most likely end up drifting apart eventually.


      She was about to be on her own in a strange place with no support system. Phone calls and texts were all well and good, but they couldn’t help you move heavy boxes or come pick you up when your car broke down.


      “No problem.” Brooke’s extravagantly handsome boyfriend, Dylan—who happened to be a model—tossed Mia a dazzling smile as he stooped to pick up one of the boxes. “We’re happy to help.”


      Mia’s phone rang as the guys carried the next load out.


      Shit. It was her dad calling her back, finally. Three full days later, and just hours before his anniversary party was due to start.


      Grimacing, she pressed the phone to her ear. “Hey, Dad.”


      Brooke and Olivia exchanged a quick glance, then grabbed two more boxes and followed the guys out the door to give Mia some privacy.


      “I got your message,” her father said in his usual curt tone. “I don’t have a lot of time to talk. Mindy and I are hosting a party to celebrate our anniversary tonight. Five wonderful years.”


      “I heard.” Mia rolled her eyes while trying to sound polite. “Congratulations.”


      “Thank you. I’ll pass that on to her. I’m sure it will mean a lot.”


      Mia doubted that, since she and Mindy had never bothered to hide their mutual indifference. Other than the fact that they were only five years apart in age, their disinterest in one another was the only thing they had in common.


      “Was that all you wanted?” her father asked, as if Mia would have called solely to wish him a happy anniversary. “Things are chaotic here today.”


      “Um, I guess I have some news to share.” Mia spoke quickly to get it over with: “I got a job—not a great one or anything, just a one-year contract as a visiting lecturer, but it’ll tide me over until I can find something better, hopefully.”


      “Congratulations.” To describe her father’s tone as lukewarm would be generous. “Where?”


      “Bowman University.”


      There was a long, censorious pause. “Where’s that?”


      “It’s outside Austin.”


      Her father made a faint grunting sound that managed to communicate how unimpressed he was. “So you’re moving, I take it?”


      “Next month.”


      “Email Mindy your new address so she can update our holiday card list, will you?”


      Sure. Because that was definitely everyone’s number one priority right now. Her father’s Christmas card list.


      “I will,” Mia promised nonetheless. It was easier to play the part of the obedient daughter than make unnecessary waves. She’d learned that a long time ago.


      “Good for you, Ace.” Her dad’s childhood nickname for her landed like a jab. He didn’t even need to say how disappointed he was. The flatness of his voice said it all. “I’m sure you’ll do well at…what was the name of the school again?”


      “Bowman,” she repeated through gritted teeth.


      “Of course. Right. Good luck with the move. Let me know if you need anything. Sorry, kiddo, but I’ve got to run. Lots to do for tonight. I’ll talk to you soon.”


      “Bye, Dad.” Scowling, Mia jabbed her finger at the screen to end the call.


      At least it was over with now. Her sister would be pleased, anyway. And Mia probably wouldn’t have to talk to her father again until Christmas. Hopefully.
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      Three weeks later, Mia drove into Crowder again. But this time it was to stay.


      For the next year, anyway.


      It was her first real look at the place. When she’d come for her interview, she’d skirted the center of town to get to the university, then driven straight back to Austin afterward. She probably should have explored it more, but she hadn’t seriously expected to end up taking the job.


      It’s not that bad, she told herself as she drove through the quaint town center, past an antique store, an old-timey ice cream shop, and a cozy-looking cafe. According to her research, Crowder sported a number of restaurants and most of the major fast-food chains. There was also a Walmart and a couple of decent-sized grocery stores, so it wasn’t as if she’d left civilization behind. You could get all the essentials here, if not necessarily all the luxuries she’d grown accustomed to in the city.


      While she waited at a red light, Mia peered in the window of a boutique clothing shop. It appeared to carry a lot of brightly patterned dresses and filmy scarves of the sort favored by flamboyant grandmothers and eccentric spinster aunts.


      Next door was a western wear store displaying all manner of cowboy boots, hats, and plaid shirts in the window. A few of the people walking on the sidewalk looked to have gotten their clothes there, but not all. Not even most. Aside from a few men wearing cowboy boots and jeans, most people were either dressed business casual for work or attired to beat the summer heat in flip-flops and shorts. Honestly, the fashion wasn’t that different from what you saw in LA during a heat wave.


      The light changed, and Mia drove on past a yoga studio, a pizza place, and a library. Beyond that, a grassy town square with a band gazebo sat across from an unremarkable town hall building.


      After a few more blocks, the charming downtown area gave way to less picturesque commercial ventures: an auto parts store, a pawn shop, and a seedy-looking bar. There was even a feed store to drive home the fact that she was in the country now.


      Beyond that, retail properties gave way to more residential ones. Modest ranch-style houses squatted on generous lots shaded by the arms of spreading oak trees. As she drew nearer to the university, the neighborhood shifted to older bungalows with a few larger Victorians scattered here and there.


      The GPS directed Mia through a maze of shady streets to the address on her new residential lease. When her phone announced she’d arrived at her destination, she parked on the street behind a dusty pickup truck and stared at the property with a sinking feeling.


      She’d picked it out online, sight unseen. The listing had included photos of the garage apartment she’d be calling home for the next year, but not of the main house it sat behind.


      There certainly had been no photographic evidence of the old denim couch that sat on the house’s front porch, the patch of knee-high weeds growing in the open ditch running alongside the street, or the chickens wandering around the gravel driveway.


      Live chickens.


      Hanging out in the driveway as if that was a perfectly normal place for chickens to be.


      What have I done? Was she really supposed to live here? In this place that had forgotten the chic part of shabby chic, where livestock roamed freely and the nearest Sephora was two hours away?


      As Mia sat in the car mustering the courage to unfasten her seat belt and take her first steps toward her new life, the front door of the house opened and a woman came out. She had short, spiky gray hair and wore Birkenstocks with a flowery muumuu that looked like it had come from the clothing boutique downtown.


      “Hellooooo!” she called, waving as she approached the car. “Are you Mia Ballentine?”


      Mia forced herself to get out of the car. Her sunglasses fogged up as soon as she stepped into the sweltering air, and she pushed them up onto her head.


      “That’s me,” she said with a pasted-on smile. “Helen Fishbaugh?” It was the name that had been on her lease, and the only piece of information she had about her new landlord.


      The woman’s nose wrinkled. “I haven’t been Helen since grade school. Everyone around here calls me Birdie.” Her smile grew wider, and her round, friendly face crinkled around her eyes. “My goodness! Aren’t you a statuesque beauty?”


      Mia wasn’t accustomed to being described so generously. More commonly, her six-foot height had earned her nicknames like Gigantor, She-Hulk, and Bigfoot. She’d never thought of herself as particularly statuesque either—unless you were talking about statues of thick-thighed Greek soldiers. She was built less like the Venus de Milo and more like a tree trunk: sturdy and straight up-and-down.


      Flustered by the unexpected compliment, Mia turned back to the car to retrieve her purse.


      “I’m glad to see you,” Birdie said, sounding every bit like she meant it. “I’ve been worried about you making that long drive by yourself. I hope you didn’t run into any trouble.”


      “None at all. It was smooth sailing all the way.” Mia had never had a landlord express concern for her before. Or claim to be glad to see her. Glad to see her rent money, sure. But not her.


      “Oh, that’s good,” Birdie said. “I’ll bet you’re relieved to be home, finally.”


      Home.


      Mia looked past Birdie to the driveway that presumably led to her new apartment. She didn’t want this place to be her home, but here she was. It was too late to turn back now.


      Birdie rested her hands on her hips. “Texas just seems to stretch on forever, doesn’t it? I remember taking a trip to the Davis Mountains to visit the McDonald Observatory when I was a girl, and I couldn’t believe how wide the state was. Texas is so big you can drive for twelve hours and still be in Texas.” She laughed to herself, patting her chest. “Anyway, I expect you’re eager to see your apartment. There’s a space for your car in the garage, but it’s a bit tight, so I suggest you park in the driveway while you’re unloading your things.”


      “Okay.” Mia was feeling overwhelmed by this social interaction. She’d assumed she’d be given her keys and left alone to fend for herself, not expected to make small talk in one-hundred-degree heat.


      Birdie cupped her hands around her face and squinted in the window of Mia’s car, which was packed to the roof with boxes and suitcases. “Is this all the stuff you’ve got?”


      “No, the movers are bringing my furniture this afternoon.”


      “Oh good. We can’t have you sleeping on the floor.”


      “That won’t be a problem,” Mia assured her. “Hopefully the truck won’t be in your way long.”


      “Don’t you worry about that.” Birdie pulled a set of keys out of the pocket of her dress and jingled them. “Come on, then. Pull your car up in front of the garage, and I’ll show you your new home.”


      Mia cast an uncertain glance at the chickens in the driveway. “Do we need to move them first? I don’t want to hurt your chickens.”


      Birdie laughed. “Oh honey, don’t worry about them. They’ll scram when they see you coming.”


      Mia got back in her car and pulled it into Birdie’s driveway. Sure enough, as soon as they saw the Toyota hatchback creeping toward them, the chickens scattered onto the grass with a flurry of indignant clucks and flapping wings.


      At the end of the long driveway, a two-car garage loomed behind the one-story house. The double garage door stood open, and inside sat an old Subaru station wagon with just enough space next to it to fit her car in. A wooden staircase on one side of the garage led up to the second-story apartment Mia had rented.


      Birdie’s backyard offered a clue as to why she was called Birdie. Bird feeders hung from every available surface. They lined the eaves of the back porch, dangled from the lower limbs of a huge tree beside the house, and graced multiple shepherd’s hooks and poles positioned around the yard.


      The yard itself was huge by Mia’s standards. Off the back porch of the house was a shady concrete patio populated with rusty furniture. Beyond that was a shed, a chicken coop, and several rows of raised vegetable beds along the back fence, with a grassy open space leftover for the roaming chickens.


      Birdie waited at the foot of the stairs while Mia grabbed her overnight bag from the car. Both the house and the garage were painted an unattractive salmon pink with dingy white trim that was peeling in a few places. It had looked much nicer online, but it also wasn’t as if there had been many choices. The Crowder real estate market wasn’t exactly expansive.


      Girding herself for the worst, Mia followed Birdie upstairs to her new apartment. It was as small as she’d expected but nicer than she’d feared. The interior was impeccably clean and smelled of fresh paint. The kitchen appeared to have been recently renovated with new white ceramic tile and gleaming silver fixtures. Both the stove and fridge looked relatively new, and the hardwood floors were in excellent condition.


      “You like it?” Birdie asked, looking around proudly. “I had it fixed up a few years back so I could rent it out. Before that it was just storage.”


      “It’s great,” Mia said, feeling more optimistic.


      “Good. Here’s your key and the clicker for the garage. I’ll leave you to get settled in.” Birdie handed Mia a garage door opener and a freshly cut house key on a keychain in the shape of Texas. “You said you’ve got movers coming this afternoon?”


      “Between one and three, allegedly.”


      Birdie nodded as she started for the door. “I’ll keep an eye out for them. You let me know if there’s anything you need. My back door’s always open.”


      Mia wasn’t sure if she meant that figuratively, as in visitors were always welcome, or literally, as in she didn’t bother to lock her door. Either way, Mia wouldn’t be letting herself into Birdie’s house without knocking, and she’d be keeping her own door locked.


      Once Birdie was gone, Mia set herself to the task of unloading her car. It took her the better part of an hour, and by the time she was done she was a sweaty mess, and her calves were aching from trudging up and down the stairs.


      While she was unpacking her toiletries in the bathroom, there was a knock at her door. She went to answer it, hoping the movers had shown up early, and instead found Birdie holding a tote bag and a tray covered with a dish towel.


      “I made you a little lunch,” she said, bustling inside.


      “You really didn’t have to do that,” Mia said, although her stomach rumbled at the mere mention of food. It occurred to her she hadn’t eaten anything since the Egg McMuffin she’d wolfed down that morning in Fort Stockton.


      “It’s just some snacks to tide you over until you can get yourself to a grocery store. I hope you like cheese.” Birdie whipped the towel off the tray and Mia’s eyes nearly bugged out of her head.


      Birdie’s version of “some snacks” was a full-fledged charcuterie board featuring a selection of hard and soft cheeses, crackers, cherry tomatoes, and assorted pickled vegetables.


      “Wow. This is amazing.” Mia gaped at the mouthwatering selection of cheese, which happened to be her favorite food. “Thank you so much.”


      Birdie waved her hand as if it was nothing. “Most of the veggies are from my garden, and the cheese is from my nephew’s goat farm.”


      “Your nephew has a goat farm?” Mia recalled the handsome cowboy she’d encountered on the way to her interview and wondered how many goat farmers there were around Crowder.


      “Redbud Farm belonged to his parents,” Birdie said as she carried her tote bag over to the fridge. “Josh took it over when my sister and her husband retired to Maine a few years ago.” She began transferring bottles of water from her bag into Mia’s fridge. “This should keep you hydrated through the afternoon. It’s supposed to break a hundred again today, so make sure you drink plenty of water. Heat exhaustion can sneak up on you.”


      “Thank you,” Mia mumbled around a mouthful of the most incredible feta she’d ever tasted. “That’s so thoughtful.”


      “I also left some of the herb chèvre and a jar of goat milk yogurt in there for you.” Birdie moved to the counter and proceeded to pull several more jars from her bag, which seemed to be bottomless and possibly of magical origin. “And here’s some of my homemade pickled okra and a jar of honey. Did you know neighborhood honey is the best thing in the world for hay fever? Arlo who lives next door, he keeps bees, and I trade him vegetables from my garden that his bees help pollinate, for some of the honey his bees make with nectar from my garden. So it all works out perfectly.”


      Mia didn’t know how to respond to Birdie’s kindness. The concept of a landlord who brought lunch and housewarming presents was completely alien. Also, holy crap, her nephew’s feta was practically orgasmic.


      “You didn’t have to do all this,” she told Birdie around a mouthful of cheese.


      “Oh honey, I’m up to my eyeballs in okra this time of year. I can’t pickle it fast enough, and my pantry’s overflowing with the stuff. Believe me, you’re doing me a favor taking it off my hands. And at least now I know you won’t starve before you can get to the grocery store.”


      Mia thanked her again and invited her to stay and share the lunch she’d brought, but Birdie refused, insisting she had too much to do that day. On her way out the door, she wished Mia luck with the movers and told her to call if she needed anything.


      Once she was alone again, Mia attacked the charcuterie board with enthusiasm and wonderment. Nothing about this experience so far had been what she’d expected. She still wasn’t sure how she felt about sharing a yard with chickens, didn’t know how to handle a landlord who treated her more like a guest than a tenant, and had no idea if she even liked pickled okra, which she now had three large jars of.


      One thing she did know: she was a huge fan of this goat cheese.


      Whoever Birdie’s nephew was, he was a freaking cheese artist.
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      The movers arrived only an hour late, and within forty-five minutes they had carried all of Mia’s furniture up the narrow stairs to her apartment and driven away again.


      She spent the rest of the afternoon unpacking and organizing her new apartment as the mercury climbed higher and the air-conditioning unit in the window struggled to keep up. Occasionally, she caught sight of Birdie working in the yard or coming and going in the old Subaru wagon. Every time the garage door opened or closed, the floor of Mia’s apartment vibrated. She dearly hoped Birdie wasn’t prone to going out late at night.


      By seven o’clock, Mia was sweaty, exhausted, and ready to throw in the towel for the day. She’d managed to make up her bed, put away all her clothes, and unpack enough of the kitchen that she’d be able to fix herself a cup of coffee in the morning. That was enough for now.


      What she needed was a shower, clean pajamas, and a night’s sleep in her own bed.


      The bathroom was cramped, as one would expect from a garage apartment, with just enough space for a sink, toilet, and shower stall. She stepped into the stream of cool water and sighed with pleasure as it hit her skin, washing away the layers of sweat and dust that had accumulated during the day.


      At least the water pressure was good. Maybe this place wouldn’t be so bad. Maybe she could get used to country living and country people. She liked Birdie. If the rest of the town was anything like her, it might not be half bad living here. Maybe the next twelve months would pass quickly and pleasantly, a temporary but not completely miserable detour on a career path that would eventually get back on track and lead her to a tenured position at a better school.


      Mia closed her eyes and let the water run over her short hair before lathering it up with shampoo. After she’d finished rinsing it out, she opened her eyes and noticed an odd black and yellow splotch on the ceiling of the shower.


      Weird.


      As she blinked the water out of her eyes, the splotch came into better focus, and she let out a panicked squawk when she realized it was a spider.


      The biggest fucking spider she’d ever seen in her life.


      And it was only inches away from her head. The thing was nearly the size of her fist and perched in a web that stretched across the ceiling of the shower stall.


      Not only was it enormous, it was staring at her like it had skipped lunch and she was a big, juicy fly. She could swear the thing was actually licking its lips. Or it would have been, if spiders had lips.


      As she stared in horror, the repulsive thing raised its front legs to expose a pair of terrifying fangs and came at her.


      A scream tore its way out of Mia’s throat, and she threw herself out of the shower so violently she clipped her forehead on the edge of the fiberglass enclosure. With her adrenaline spiking and her head throbbing, she only barely managed to grab a towel in her mad rush to flee Shelob’s lair.


      Once she was safely out of the bathroom, she wrapped the towel around her dripping torso, reached up to push back her soaking wet hair, and froze when her fingers touched something that was not her hair.


      Something chitinous and creepy.


      OHMYGOD, IT’S ON ME!


      Mia screamed again and ran out of the apartment, clutching the bath towel around herself. She careened down the stairs in a blind panic, coming to an abrupt and unexpected stop when she collided with someone in the yard below.
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